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Outline of Session

What is decision support?
Why is it important?
How do we do it?

Designing print reports for users as decision-
makers

Designing electronic reports for users as 
decision-makers



Context for Health–Related 
Decisionmaking

There is more (and more complex) 
information available today than in the past.

Information related to health decision-
making is complex.

Most Americans find it difficult to understand 
and use complex information.



What is Decision 
Support? 

A set of strategies that helps people:
Frame a choice
Identify and evaluate relevant information
Process the information
Make a decision

Decision support:
Can be paper-based
Can be web-based
Can involve human counselors or experts



Make Sure the Information 
is Relevant 

Who is your audience?
What kind of information do they 
want/need?
For what purpose will they use the 
information?
Within what time frame?



Keep Reports Short

More is not always better.

“Brochures are just full of so much.  You’re sitting 
there and by half way through it, it’s like, oh, forget 
it.  Especially people who have children.  They don’t 
have time to just sit there and be reading three or 
five pages.”

“This is great information but send it to me after I’ve 
picked a plan.  That’s when I’ll have time to read it.”



Keep Reports Short, 
cont’d.

Use summaries when possible to 
condense the information.

Example: Combining data about 
provider’s ability to explain, ability to 
listen, and responsiveness to 
questions into a single composite 
measure.



Keep Reports Short, 
cont’d.

“Shorter” is not always better than 
“longer.”

Use:
“Doctors that stay with the health plan”
Rather than:
“Provider turnover”



Make Report Easy to Use 
and Understand

Perform cognitive testing.
Present information in meaningful 
categories.
Use hierarchies/frameworks where 
appropriate.



Format Reports for Easy 
Navigation

Sequence information properly.
Use an accessible framework.
Develop a set of materials.
Layer information.
Make information easy to locate 
within text.



Show User How to Apply 
Information to Decision

Give concrete examples.
Underscore the benefits of using 
information to make a decision.



Resources: 
TalkingQuality.gov

Guidance and 
examples for 
anyone who 
produces 
information on 
health care quality 
for consumers

Update in 
progress



An Example of Integrating 
Information

Shoshanna Sofaer, PhD   
Baruch College, CUNY

Harvard Team



Information for Medicare 
Beneficiaries

Project implemented in New York City to 
provide comparative information about 
Medicare HMOs 
Early focus groups with people on 
Medicare, as well as those who help them 
with Medicare issues, made clear they 
wanted information not only on quality, 
but on cost, benefits and how HMOs work



Overall Strategic 
Considerations

People on Medicare make decisions all year:  
providing information WHEN NEEDED is key.
Most people don’t have a sense of ALL the 
things they might want to consider in this 
decision.
Too much information at one time would 
create information overload.
Most people need personal help to  
understand and use comparative 
information.



Strategic Solution

Create a set of booklets, not just one
Disseminate materials through agencies 
that serve people with Medicare; train staff 
of those agencies to use the booklets 
Design booklets around a “framework” for 
making decisions
Map data into that framework without 
worrying about the data source



Decision Framework: What to 
Keep in Mind

How much it costs – premiums
What services are covered, include Rx drugs
What providers are in the HMO and what 
HMO members say about them
How well the HMO gets members the health 
care they need without hassles or long waits
How well the HMO gets members the right 
services to stay healthy or when sick



Booklet Topics

Overview:  Thinking about joining a 
Medicare HMO?

Table to compare original Medicare to HMOs
Presentation of decision framework
Preview of the booklets (including 
introductions of booklet “icons” to help 
navigation)
Description of decision-making steps
Worksheet for decision-making



Booklet Topics (continued)

What services are covered and what are the 
costs (green)
Prescription coverage (burgundy)

Includes a CAHPS item as well as coverage 
information (star chart only)

Getting the health care you need – easily 
(sky blue – very pretty!)

Includes CAHPS composites, items, ratings
Both star charts and graphs



Booklet Topics (continued)

Getting a plan with good doctors (purple)
Context information for people who do and 
do not already have a doctor they like
CAHPS item, composite, rating (star chart 
and graphs)

Staying healthy and getting better (gold)
Includes HEDIS items on preventive 
services and effective treatments
Graphs only



Did It Work?

Intermediaries liked the booklets a lot
But didn’t want to enroll their clients in a 
research project

The booklets were probably too long; 
some people think we should have created 
just one booklet, but we thought that 
would overwhelm people

But the decision framework and the 
navigational cues worked well for people



Examples of Electronic 
Decision Support

Mark Spranca, PhD   
RAND Team



Consumer Revolution in 
Health Care

Fuel Enablers Intermediate 
Outcomes

Final outcomes (utilization, costs, health, access, 
satisfaction) are currently unknown, but can be predicted 
and shaped

• Rising costs
• Variable quality 
of care

• Managed care 
backlash

• Unequal access

• Information
• Incentives
• Support 
• Internet 
• Tools 

Consumers are
assuming more 
responsibility for 
their health and 
health-related 
decisions



Objectives in Design and 
Dissemination of Decision Aids

Increase use of tool 
Increase knowledge of options
Improve quality of choice (fit between 
consumer and option)
Make the choice process easier, less time 
consuming, and more confidence-inspiring
Improve satisfaction with option chosen
Ultimately, improve health and financial 
wellbeing of consumer



Types of Decision Rules

Compensatory decision rules
Rules that consider/calculate tradeoffs among 
outcomes
Examples: Multi-attribute utility theory, cost-
benefit analysis, quality-adjusted life years

Non-compensatory decision rules
Rules that do not explicitly consider/calculate 
tradeoffs among outcomes
Examples: mini-max, lexicographic rules



Comparing Alternative 
Approaches to Decision 
Support

Heuristic 
approaches

Algorithmic 
Approaches

Origin Lay rules of decision 
making

Expected Utility 
Theory 

Ease of 
Understanding

Relatively easy Relatively difficult

Trust in Output Higher Lower

Inputs Required Few Many

Likelihood of Use Higher Lower

Quality of Output High Optimal



Decision Support 
Techniques

Presenting new and relevant info
Presenting all relevant info in one place
Personalizing information
Making comparative information “evaluable”
Allowing users to select a subset of options meeting criteria
Allowing users to sort options by attributes
Allowing users to weight attributes by importance
Synthesizing/processing information for users
Presenting summary tables
Layering information





















Conclusions from Lab Studies 
of Health Plan Decision Aids 

Providing plan information in a decision support 
environment impacts choices in sensible ways

Providing out-of-pocket cost information causes 
consumers to shift into lower cost/benefit plans
Providing plan performance information causes 
consumers to shift into higher performing plans
A wide cross section of consumers seems able to 
benefit from decision support materials

Need more studies outside the laboratory to 
understand how decision aids need to be designed, 
implemented, and disseminated to guide actual 
plan choices



Summary of O’Connor et al’s Review* of 
Treatment and Screening Decision Aids

Review based on results from 34 RCTs of patient 
decision aids
Reviews compared decision aids to usual care and 
detailed vs simple decision aids
Effects on choice

Tended to decrease rates of elective invasive surgery 
and increase rates of conservative treatments
Tended to increase rates of screening

Other effects: increased knowledge, accuracy of 
expectations, and level of participation; reduced 
decision conflict and indecision
*These studies are cited in the Cochrane Review on “Decision Aids for People Facing 
Health Treatment or Screening Decisions”  found at 
http://decisionaid.ohri.ca/cochsystem.html.  

http://decisionaid.ohri.ca/cochsystem.html


Necessary Conditions for 
Decision Aids to Improve Choice

Unaided choices must be inconsistent with 
preferences of consumers
Aid must be designed well

Info must be accurate and comprehensive enough to 
enable a fair comparison of options
Aid must be easy to use and understand
Consumers must trust the information

Aid must be noticed and used



Encouraging Use Is Critical

Decision aids are usually effective when 
used, but are often not used in real life
How to increase use

Promote availability of aid to raise 
awareness and increase likelihood of search 
when needed
Deliver aid when and where needed 
Design aids that are easy to use and 
valuable
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